As a car approaches a checkpoint along the US-Mexico border in the film Borderline (Seiter, 1950) , its American passengers prepare to have their identity checked. The two protagonists of the film have been sent undercover into Mexico to bust a cross-border smuggling ring, and in the course of their investigations they assume different layers of disguise. As they complete their investigations and head to the American border, both characters are performing three separate identities concurrently: US police officers, criminals, and honeymooners. The audience is aware of these shifting personas but neither character knows the real identity of the other. They cross back into the United States with their various layers of disguise intact, despite undergoing interrogation by an immigration official. This emphasis on disguise and identity is typical of several of the border-crossing films from this period. Alongside Borderline , for Border Incident (Mann, 1949) , His Kind of Woman (Farrow, 1951) , and Wetbacks (McCune, 1956 ) too, crossing the border initiates a process of identity transformation. These movies display a focus on undercover agents, disguise, and identity alongside their central thematic concern with journeys across the border.
One of the central themes of romantic travel writing was that tourism provided an opportunity for personal imaginary exploration and transformational experiences. Amanda Gilroy argues that tourism was conceptualized through the construction of "imaginary spaces of personal liberation," and that imaginative personal discovery was equally important as the physical journeys undertaken. 1 For the lead
characters in Borderline , traveling to Mexico involves precisely this form of physical and imaginative journey as its protagonists explore different disguises and identities while they travel, and ultimately discover that they have fallen in love. The romance of Mexico precipitates the characters' own romance, and crossing the border begins a process in which identities undergo change and transformation in Borderline and in other movies including His Kind of Woman. Curiously, the physical borderline neither appears within the cinematic space of Borderline nor within other films set in the borderlands from this period such as The River's Edge (Dwan, 1957) . Instead, the crossing of the boundary is represented through its absence and via the presence of symbolic objects. This inability to clearly and directly represent the border is something seen throughout different attempts to define its route since the boundary's inception. The seemingly indefinable border seems connected to the flexibility of identity that the protagonists in Borderline enjoy. However, this playful crossing of different borders, boundaries, and identities is only open to Americans in the movie, leaving the Mexicans they encounter fixed in place. Through its central focus on identity transformation, Borderline also raises important questions about ethnicity and ethnic passing in Hollywood at this time.
Mapping a Symbolic Boundary
In Borderline , the US-Mexico border becomes a place of transformation and escape from everyday life for its American characters. Before closely examining how border crossings are visually and spatially depicted in the film, it is useful to consider the representational problems faced by historical attempts to define and pin down the border. The following excerpt from the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which was written to map out the line of the US-Mexico border in 1848, demonstrates just how problematic the task of defining this international boundary is:
The Boundary line between the two Republics shall commence in the Gulf of Mexico, three leagues from land, opposite the mouth of the Rio Grande, otherwise called Rio Bravo del Norte, opposite the mouth of it's [ sic ] deepest branch, if it should have more than one branch emptying directly into the sea; from thence, up the middle of that river, following the deepest channel, where it has more than one to the point where it strikes the Southern boundary of New Mexico; thence, westwardly along the whole Southern Boundary of New Mexico (which runs north of the town called Paso ) to it's [ sic ] western termination;
